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Teaching the Economic Way of Thinking – a new approach to teaching 
introductory economics in a business degree 
 
Uwe Dulleck and Tommy Tang
*
, School of Economics and Finance, QUT 
Introduction 
Many textbooks have been written for introductory level economics courses and even more 
“Economics I” courses have been designed. So what can be done differently? 
 
The first level economics unit (BSB113 Economics 1) offered at the Business Faculty of our 
university is a compulsory core unit in the business degree. Its content and structure has 
remained more or less unchanged for more than 10 years prior to its redesign. The unit was 
redesigned in semester 1 2008. This redesign was conceived by three recently appointed 
academics of QUT business faculty. It is in keeping with the faculty’s strategic plan to 
establish QUT not only as a teaching university but also as a research university - a 
development that is common for many universities in Australia and the world. The redesign 
of the introductory course was to cater for three needs, namely first to provide a first insight 
into economic thinking and a language to benefit all business students – a majority of whom 
do not enrol in any further economics units, second to attract more students to pursue further 
studies in economics at the undergraduate and post-graduate levels, and third to provide 
students that do further units in economics with a strong theoretical understanding of 
economics. 
 
With this focus in mind the three recently hired academics
1
 took the challenge to choose a 
different approach to achieving these three goals.  Instead of introducing in each of the 12 
lectures an economic topic followed by one or two examples or applications as in most 
traditional introductory economics course, the new approach covers all economic theories at 
the introductory level in the first six weeks, followed by six weeks of applications based on 
current social and economic topics which draw on institutional facts as well as theoretical 
concepts introduced in the first half of the course. The strategies used in the teaching 
innovation and the rationale of this approach will be discussed in this paper. Feedback and 
outcome will be used to evaluate this innovation. 
 
From Theory to Practice – common features and differences to 
standard approaches 
 
There is a tendency for economic topics, especially at the introductory level, to be 
compartmentalised in a course (a unit of study as in Australia). For example, the concept of 
scarcity and opportunity cost is typically taught in Week 1 with illustrations. These are 
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regarded as fundamental economic concepts that underpin subsequent economic topics 
(O'Donnell, 2008). However, more often than not, they are not explicitly revisited and 
applied at a later stage of students’ learning to explain human economic behaviours. The 
result is that to many commencing economics students a topic taught in an earlier week 
appears to be unrelated to another covered a few weeks later. Without making the connection, 
they see learning economics amounts to taking in and reproducing a large quantity of 
theoretical knowledge (F. Marton, Hounsell, & Entwistle, 1984; Ramsden, 1992).  
 
Let us first start to identify the main difference between this course and a classic economics 
principles course. Table 1 below compares these approaches. One of the main differences is a 
concentration on theory in the first half of the course combined with applied topics in the 
second half. While some illustrations are presented with the development of the theory, a lot 
of motivation for the development of the theory is taken from discussion of meta theory. The 
applied chapters then first motivate the topics using institutional and empirical evidence and 
then use the applicable concepts developed in the first half of the course to investigate these 
topics. 
 
 Traditional approach Our approach 
Presentation of 
Theory 
Focus on theory presented self-
contained including specifically 
chosen case studies (real world 
context). 
(Slightly less) Theory developed 
including a discussion of the 
reasons for the development of the 
theory (meta-understanding). 
Not every step of the theory is 
applied to tailor made examples. 
Applications Topics are compartmentalized 
according to the concepts they 
are used for as an illustration. 
Theory is revisited in topical 
chapters that draw together the 
institutional background, data and 
theories relevant to the topic. 
Students perception 
of Modelling 
Model building as an end. Students experience applications 
of theory where they are needed 
given a specific topic.  
Model building as a mean. 
 
Table 1  Comparison of the tradition and the ‘repetitive’ approaches 
 
One way to look at the innovation is to identify it as a “repetitive” approach. This repetitive 
approach serves two goals. On the one hand the applied chapters help students to draw a 
connection between real world issues and the theory developed. On the other hand, repetition 
is an instrument of learning. The idea of repetition is not to be mistaken as a mechanical 
drilling process. Repetitive learning to develop deep understanding is embedded in the 
education philosophy of Chinese Heritage Culture (CHC), and is proposed by Biggs, Watkins 
and other education researchers to resolve the Chinese learner paradox - the seemingly 
contradictory observations made by western educators and education researchers regarding 
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the surface learning activities the CHC learners purportedly utilise in their academic studies 
and the superior academic performance they display all the way from primary to tertiary 
education (Biggs, 1996; Ference Marton, Dall'Alba, & Tse, 1996; Watkins & Biggs, 1996).  
 
The execution of the “repetitive” approach in Economics 1, as hinted above, entails a 
separation of the course into two parts – theory and practice. The two parts are intimately 
intertwined to create learning space for students to revisit and apply the economic concept 
multiple times, each representing a more sophisticated level of abstraction and application, 
and in many cases involving more than one social or political issue. The details of the theory 
and practice parts of the course are presented below. 
 
The first half of the course: Developing Ideas and Theory 
The following diagram gives an indication of the approach. 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Structure of the course 
 
The diagram shows already the basic idea behind the course. While the first lecture tries to 
provide a very basic understanding – an almost intuition – of economics, lecture 2-6 develop 
the theory of economics and lectures 7-12 then apply the theory to understanding and 
analysing economic, social and political issues. One could describe this theory as one of 
immediate depth, followed by detailing and repetition. This leads us to a first aim of the new 
course: Understanding the core ideas of economics is crucial for students. 
 
The authors of the textbook (Frijters, Dulleck, & Torgler, 2008) as well as those involved in 
teaching economics see this as a major difference to other approaches, that tend to first 
develop the “techniques” or “methodology” of economics to provide later – in further courses 
or at the end of the course students with enough background to solve the puzzle and 
understand the core ideas that drive economics. In redesigning the course the idea to start 
Source: Frijters et al. (2008) 
Lecture 1: core ideas, intuition for economics 
Applied Lectures: applying the terminology and ideas 
Lectures 2 – 6: fleshing out of core ideas into standard terminology 
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with the core ideas was intended to provide all students – regardless of whether they do more 
economics courses or not – with an idea of the core ideas that drive economic discussions, in 
academics and politics. 
 
The core ideas of economics introduced are: Scarcity, Competition, Functioning Market, 
Homo Economicus and Rationality, Benevolent Rule Setters, Equilibrium, Money and Money 
Circulation, Growth and Creative Destruction.  
 
While some of these core ideas are more specific to the course than others, they allow 
students to get a first insight into the way of economics thinking. Furthermore, they prepare 
the next step, namely the development of the theory. Given that the core ideas were 
introduced before, students have already some idea what economics is about (scarcity, 
making choices), and what behavioural assumptions (Homo Economicus and rationality) and 
characteristics of the environment (competition and functioning markets) are used as building 
blocks of such a theory. They already have an idea as what economists are looking for – 
equilibrium, and why politicians may want to hear what economists have to say because they 
are the rule setters to ensure functioning markets. 
 
A digression: Given that only half of the course concentrates on developing the theory, one 
can already identify a focus or a weakness of the course. The course develops the theory 
mainly with a micro economic focus. Concepts like money and money circulation and 
creative destruction are mentioned but are not as smoothly integrated in the narrative of the 
course. This is partly a conscious decision – as most of modern theory – whether micro or 
macro economics – is based on micro economic reasoning. Modern macroeconomics heavily 
builds on general equilibrium ideas of micro economics. As such, macroeconomic 
phenomena such as aggregate demand need to be addressed later and do not get as early 
emphasis as they do in other courses. 
 
But let us continue with the way this course tries to develop an understanding of economic 
theory. While lecture 2 concentrates on choice behaviour and identifies the importance of this 
considerations not only for economics but also for other business subjects, lectures 3-5 
develop to a large extent standard microeconomic theory, namely Demand and Supply, 
Market Equilibrium, Efficiency and Market failure. This is content that is usually covered in 
at least twice as many lectures. It already indicates a second main characteristic of the 
approach: core concepts are developed by repetition, first in form of the core ideas, then in 
form of the development of the theory and finally in the applications. To reiterate, this is 
different from an approach where each theoretical concept is introduced and then illustrated 
using one or more application tailored for the concept, without further links to, and 
applications in, later topics. 
 
Using this theory-concentrated approach not only saves lecture time and allows to cover a 
larger area of economics in very restricted time (we discuss the shortcomings of this problem 
below), it also allows to focus on meta theoretical questions. That is, one can introduce 
students to the why and how of a theory. Pure theory allows students to identify why certain 
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concepts are introduced, why these concepts follow from the basic ideas of economics and 
the steps that were done before. We illustrate these ideas in the example subsection below. 
 
The second half of the course: applications 
After going through basic micro and marcoeconomic concepts, the course looks at several 
current topics. These topics are Fiscal and Monetary Policy in Australia, Taxation in 
Australia, the Australian Labour Market, Environmental Problems in Australia, Regulation 
in Australia, Trade and the Australian Economy.  
 
As the titles already indicate all these topics are on the most current social and economic 
issues about the Australian economy. While the reason for this is that an introductory course 
should also provide most updated institutional knowledge of the Australian economy, this is 
also possible because the redesign of the course went hand in hand with the writing of a new 
textbook. Therefore, the second half of the book provides students with some proficiency of 
Australian institutions, another aim of the redesign of the course. 
 
As mentioned before, the topics also allow repeating and revisiting the concepts developed in 
the first half of the course. This has the advantage that students can observe the concepts 
being used. Moreover, the topic(s) is often presented as a controversy or a puzzle, providing a 
context and a justification for the application of relevant economics concept/theory. Thus, the 
applications of the theory do not only show the helpfulness of economics but, at the same 
time, students see the need for economic concepts for studying certain types of economic 
questions. This is one crucial condition of meaningful learning that educational psychologists 
have told us for decades, namely, the creation of a mismatch, knowledge gap and a felt need 
to close the gap in the learning process (Biggs, 1999; Biggs & Telfer, 1987).  
 
Note another feature of the second part is that students experience the choice of certain 
economic instruments as driven by the application considered. One of our experiences in 
teaching introductory economics is that students often perceive the applications as tailor 
made for the concepts they are used to illustrate. Hence, they perceive them as very specific 
and not valid in a broader perspective. Choosing among available and applicable concepts to 
study the applications allows students to revisit their knowledge and observe how it can be 
applied. It also helps them to see where the broader knowledge developed earlier is helpful to 
allow them to see the variety of aspects that can be covered by using the theory. 
An Illustration of the approach 
To illustrate the approach, we will at this stage provide an example. The example we want to 
use is the understanding of labour market. 
 
The study of the labour market builds on the understanding of markets in general. Thus, it 
repeats the basic supply and demand model that holds on all markets. This theory already 
contains the concepts of competition, the “Homo Economicus” and equilibrium. Thus, it 
relates back to the fundamental concepts and theory developed in the first part. 
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In the topics chapter on labour market, we first discuss statistics and institutions of the 
Australian labour market. This provides students of an idea of the working population and 
how it relates to the total population of Australia. To identify problems on the labour market 
the course next identifies the relevant parts of the data, namely the participation in the labour 
force. The data again gives first evidence why participation is lower than the active 
population. This takes the student back to the model as they are led to observe that demand 
and supply side reasons cause the labour market outcomes. 
 
The supply side argument, namely the decision to work, recurs back to lecture two, that 
concentrated on choice and opportunity cost. Incentives and opportunity costs are revisited 
and applied to understand why the social security system in Australia may depress 
participation rates and to what extent the political debates on income support for the poor 
matter for participation decisions.  
 
The supply side also allows for revisiting theories of market failure. Market failure itself rose 
out of an organic development – first the concept of efficiency was introduced and explained, 
next it was asked whether markets are efficient and when they fail to be efficient. Market 
power was identified and discussed as one reason of market failure. Looking and the role of 
unions allows to revisit the reasons for market failure and helps to understand another issue 
on the supply side of the labour market. 
 
Turning to the demand side, one relates back to technologies of production and extends the 
arguments discussed earlier to a better understanding of the roles of skills and education for 
the labour demand. Thus, students learn that the willingness to pay for a good, in the case of 
labour, is driven by the characteristics of the good, namely skills a worker has – another 
illustration of companies making choices when faced with changing constraints. 
 
In another topics chapter on Australian taxation, students are presented with data on, and 
structure of, income taxes and issues of Australian taxation system, such as high effective 
marginal tax rate (EMTR) for low income groups. Students can then relate these data and 
issues to the low labour force participations discussed in the labour market chapter. By 
revisiting the concepts of rationality, opportunity cost and choice students come to a fuller 
understanding of the supply side of the labour market in the context of interaction of taxation 
and government welfare in Australia.   
 
To summarise, in the labour market example the topics and the underlying statistics identify 
the problem – namely low labour force participation rates – and the market model then helps 
to provide ideas of how to make sense of and how to analyse this problem. This example 
illustrates the “repetitive” nature of the approach adopted in this course. On the one hand it 
allows students to see the connection of several theoretical concepts in context – namely 
markets, supply and demand, equilibrium, choice and opportunity cost. On the other hand and 
at the same time students are given the opportunity of repeating and practising their 
understanding of these concepts and experiencing their usefulness based on data and 
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economic jargon that they can read and hear about in day to day media coverage – thus 
forging a closer connection of economics concepts with real world experiences. All this 
occurs in a repetitive manner, with each repetition taking the student to a higher level of 
conceptual development on Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom, Englehart, & Furst, 1956). 
Additionally, the repetition in this case allows students to observe why and how certain 
concepts are applied to analyse certain problems. 
Transition from school to university 
Every first course in economics deals to a large extent with students that come fresh from 
school. So, to what extent does the redesigned course cater for these students when they are 
still busy to transition into studies and student life at university? 
 
The philosophy behind the approach was explained above, namely that students should learn 
the way of thinking in economics, rather than inert acquisition of abstract concepts and 
technical skills. Students’ transition into university education implies that many students 
moving from the school education – which often focuses on reproduction of knowledge – 
need to learn that university is to a large extent about developing a way of thinking. A 
university education in the long run should enable students to identify problems (instead of 
studying set problems) and to develop a new conceptual framework to understand and solve 
novice problems (in contrast to mechanical application of taught methods). Naturally, these 
are long run aims of a university education and the course redesign is aimed to systematically 
introduce students to this aim of university education.  
 
We also think that the meta-approach embedded in the presentation of the theory can help the 
transition. One aspect where a university education is different from a school education is 
that while school concentrates on teaching tools, university attempts to develop a way of 
thinking. Explicitly including discussions of why certain concepts are developed allows 
students to reflect on the difference in approach. 
 
Possible weaknesses of the approach 
We believe this approach is different from most currently used textbooks and course designs. 
In this section we will discuss one potential weakness.  
 
Besides the transition into the studies one needs to consider as well how students transition 
into the continuation of their studies. This course is a core unit in a general business degree. 
As such, it caters for a wide audience. A possible shortcoming of the course redesign is that 
the first half of the course introduces all economic concepts traditionally covered in one to 
two semesters. While this paves the way for students to develop the economic way of 
thinking in the second half, it implies that to some extent the concepts covered may lack 
details and depth. For example, the concept of elasticity is dealt with in an almost qualitative 
way, without getting into detailed computation and graphical analysis. 
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For those students who do not undertake further studies in economics, this approach is 
actually highly effective in that it provides them with some understanding of economics and 
exposes them to some of jargon of economics while at the same time, the topics lectures in 
the second half of the course introduces them how economics is applied in the real world to 
draw out the meaningfulness of these concepts. We believe more of the information provided 
is actually retained and it allows students to use economic methods for the discussion of 
certain issues to their respective fields of specialisation. 
 
For students who continue to study economics, the new course may lack some of the depth 
and content as provided in other introductory economics courses. In the eyes of the authors of 
the textbook, the problem is not severe. Why? If students have an understanding of the why’s 
of economics, it allows them to catch up fast. Especially given that many aspects of the depth 
are not that concepts are not introduced at all but that they are often not introduced to the 
same formal extent. Again to refer to the example of elasticity, instead of spending one 
lecture on developing and discussing the formulas, including issues like continuity, i.e. the 
mid-point formula in most text books, elasticity is discussed as an issue of normalising 
reactions of demand, such that students are reminded to consider scale effects and to 
understand later on why elasticities are calculated. This will allow them learn the 
technicalities faster later on. In short, given that students have a better understanding about 
the aims of economics and the way problems are studied in economics, it should be possible 
to cover more ground – with respect to economic techniques and methodology – in the next 
economics courses. The basic argument behind this idea, to reiterate, is that students who 
understand the why’s better are fast to learn the how’s. That is, catching up on the depth of 
economic analysis should be easier after students first got an insight of the construction of 
economic theory in the first half of the course and its application in the second. 
Changes in the Delivery of the Course 
While the previous sections discussed the philosophy of the redesign of the course, this 
section will shortly mention changes in the delivery of the course. 
 
As mentioned in the introduction, a new textbook was written for the course. The lectures 
were closely aligned to the textbook so that students could review the lectures easily by 
referring to the textbook. Other teaching and learning innovations include: 
 
 The number of assessment items was reduced from three to two – mid-semester exam 
(MCQ and short answer questions) and final exam. There was no written assignment but 
the final exam had essay assignment character and was not only asking students to 
reproduce content knowledge but also independent research. The final exam was research 
based; students were provided four essay questions students around 8 weeks prior to the 
final exam; two were chosen out of the four for the final exams and only one was to be 
attempted. To prepare for the final exam students had to critically analyse the topics, 
revisit the appropriate economics concepts and theories and do additional independent 
research. The new final exam format aimed to minimise rote learning. 
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 In semester 1 2009, a new assessment item was added – a research plan, aimed to provide 
guidance for students on how to systematically conduct literature search, critically 
analyse literature and properly use referencing. 
 
 Students were send weakly emails to keep them engaged in the subject and to keep in 
touch with them. These email suggested timetables for studying, additional references and 
materials that were provided through the courses webpage. 
 
 Online material for tutorial work was only accessible for students after passing multiple 
choice questions based on the lectures and the textbook to provide students with some 
immediate learning feedback. 
 
 Lectures used short movie clips either from YouTube or Mateer’s Economics in the 
Movies scenes (Mateer, 2006) to motivate students and to illustrate economic concepts. 
 
Tutors where provided with additional material to discuss variations of textbook questions 
and provide further background. This extra benefit over just studying the textbook and 
reading the answers provided online is intended to retain participation rates.  
Feedback and outcomes 
In this subsection we are reflecting on students’ and tutors’ feedback and evaluate the 
outcome. 
 
As indicated above, with the large amount of concepts taught in this course over a short 
period, we expected a split reaction from students. While overall the feedback of actively 
participating students was positive, there has also been a significant group critical of the 
course. Some found the wealth of theory in the first half of the lectures confusing and 
overwhelming. Others saw and enjoyed the theoretical approach in the first half, that gave 
them and understanding of what economics is about. If one inspects the formalised student 
feedback, called LEX (Learning Experience survey) at QUT, one can observe that the 
distribution of feedback scores is flatter than it was for previous semester. This indicates that 
more students disapproved of the course but at the same time more students enjoyed the 
course and found it very helpful and informative.  
 
A second feedback was received from tutors. Many tutors saw the narrative and the 
advantage to introduce more abstract theory first and then start to discuss applications. Tutors 
in general mentioned that it was easier to keep student attendance high and also it provided 
them with some room to extent on the concepts introduced in the lecture. Tutors also 
generally reported a higher level of participation and discussion in class.  
 
As discussed, a main aim of the redesign was to increase the number of students choosing to 
pursue further studies in economics. The re-designed course has been offered since semester 
10 
 
1 2008. Data were obtained by the Administrative Officer of the School of Economics and 
Finance on the number of economics majors in single and double degrees over the period 
from semester 1 2008 to semester 1 2009 (Table 2). 
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  Sem 1 2008 Sem 1 2009 
Bachelor of Business 
(Economics) in Single Degree 
Commencing students 39 53 
Continuing 95 145 
Total 134 198 
  
  
Bachelor of Business 
(Economics) in Double Degrees 
Commencing students 26 36 
Continuing 56 62 
Total 82 98 
 
Table 2 Enrolments - Economics majors in single and double degrees 
 
Data Source: QUT Virtual, 4 May 2009 
  
The above table shows that the number of commencing economics majors (single degree) in 
semester 1 2009 increased by 36% compared to semester 1 2008. There is a similar 
percentage increase in economics majors in double degrees over the same period. The 
numbers of continuing economics majors in single and double degrees also recorded 
significant increase of 53% and 11% respectively. These figures need some further 
explanation. Since commencing students declared their majors before they commence their 
studies at university, their numbers do not reflect their experience in the re-designed 
Economics 1 course and thus cannot be used to gauge the effectiveness of the redesign. For 
this purpose, we have to look at cohort of “continuing students”. This cohort consists of 
second and third year students who continue economics as their first major, plus those who 
change their first majors into economics (net of those changing out of it). These students had 
completed Economics 1; it is reasonable to suggest that it was their learning in Economics 1 
in semesters 1 and 2 2008 that prompted them to change their first majors into Economics. 
We would argue that the massive increase of 53% is indicative of success of the redesigned 
course. The 11% increase in the number of double degree students is relatively smaller, but 
tells the same story.  
 
Another equally important source of evidence that can be used to evaluate the effectiveness 
of the redesign is the number of students choosing economics as a second major or a minor. 
However, the student information system does not generate this data. We therefore utilise the 
total enrolments in third level economics units in semester 1 as a proxy. The total enrolments 
increased from 402 in 2008 to 704 in 2009, representing a 75% increase. Although this figure 
combines the effects of increase in enrolments in first major (single and double degrees), 
second major and minor, it paints a consistent picture – we have managed to attract 
significantly more economics students since the redesign of Economics 1. 
 
 
Conclusions 
Redesigning an introductory economics is a major task. The redesign discussed in this paper 
included a change in the philosophy of teaching introductory economics. Its advantages – 
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providing students with a better understanding of the economic way of thinking and bring 
economics closer to the real world, have to be weight against its disadvantage – some 
overloading of the earlier lectures and some reduction in the depth with which theoretical 
concepts are covered. In general a first impression tells us that the approach can cater for 
students who do economics as part of a general business degree where Economics 1 is their 
only course in economics; it is particularly effective in motivating more students to take 
further studies in economics, either as a major or a minor. While objective indicators 
(improving LEX results and increase economics enrolments) suggest the approach has been 
in the right direction, anecdotal evidence also indicates that there is – as always – room for 
further fine-tuning of the content and delivery of the course. 
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